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His journey spans every layer of  end-to-end 
supply chain, combining deep operational 
experience with strategic vision. Ilker is, in  
his own words, “always burning”, a leader 
driven by curiosity, ambition, and a relentless 
passion for progress. In this conversation, 
he shares his reflections on leadership, 
transformation, and the power of  Excellence 
as a way of  working. Semper Ardens!

> PERSONAL BEGINNINGS
Who are you, and how would you 
describe yourself beyond your job 
title? I would describe myself  as a passionate 
and forward-looking leader who connects 
strategy [What] with execution [How] and 
people [Who] with purpose [Why]. I believe 
that while one person can run fast, true and 
lasting impact only comes from a strong, 
engaged team aligned on an ambitious goal. 

I’m a proactive player in my own life. My 
mindset is always “how can we make it 
happen despite the challenges.” I’m  
driven by stretch ambitions, obsessed 
with the value we create, and 
always visualise the end in mind, 
what good looks like and how to 
get there together.

What would you say 
was your biggest break, 
that pivotal moment that 
proved invaluable to your 
development? I started  
my career at PepsiCo Turkey on the 
shop floor. Over the years, I’ve had 
the opportunity to work across different 
markets around the world, in multiple 
functions across the end-to-end supply 
chain, and at different organisational 

layers, from front-line operations to strategic 
global roles.

However, the real breaking point and most 
valuable experience was becoming a Plant 
Manager of  a flagship site. I was one of  
the youngest Plant Managers early in my 
career, and it became the best learning 
ground I could have asked for, connecting 
all elements of  operations, people, and 
performance. I worked with an amazing team 
and we achieved amazing results together. 
Looking back, I’m still proud of  the team 
and the results we delivered together. That 
transformation remains an anchor for me. 
I draw strength and confidence from that 
experience even today.

But the experience that truly shaped me as a 
leader came even earlier, when I was part of  
the recovery process after a devastating flood 
at our flagship production site. That period 

showed me what 
it really means 

to lead under 
pressure, to 
make fast 
decisions, 
to care for 
people first, 
and to stay 
focused when 

everything 
seems 

impossible. 
It taught 

me  
that 
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success is not defined by how difficult 
 the task is or how many obstacles you face, 
but by how badly you want to deliver it as 
a team. Together with a great team, we 
achieved what initially looked impossible,  
and that experience shaped how I lead in 
every challenge since.

What did you learn about people, 
motivation, and resilience from 
those early years “in the trenches”? 
People always go the extra mile when they 
understand and believe in the why. When 
everyone is aligned behind a shared purpose,  
even the most ambitious targets become 
realistic. Motivation comes from inspiring 
people with a clear vision, explaining why it 
matters, and making them feel truly valued. 
Once people see their impact, they don’t need 
to be pushed; they are pulled by purpose.

> LEADERSHIP AND 
TRANSFORMATION
In your experience, what 
distinguishes successful 
transformation programmes from 
those that fall short? At Carlsberg,  
we practice what we call the ACE  
approach in our change management:  
Assess, Communicate, Enable. 
 
 

‘�Motivation comes from inspiring 
people with a clear vision, 
explaining why it matters, and 
making them feel truly valued.’ 
 

It starts with assessing why the change is 
needed, what success looks like, and how  
it impacts each stakeholder. Then we 
communicate transparently to make people 
ready for it. Finally, we enable the change 
through four building blocks: people 
understand why, they have the capabilities to 
perform in the new way, the systems support 
it, and leaders role-model it. When these four 
elements align, transformation becomes part 
of  how we work, not a one-off project. When 
one is missing, change remains an initiative 
rather than a true way of  operating.

You’ve led large transformation 
programmes. What has been  
your enduring focus or obsession  
as a supply chain leader? My  
enduring obsession has always been  
Operational Excellence. Since the very beginning 
of  my career on the shop floor, and 
throughout different regions and functions, 
I’ve believed that Excellence should not be  
a project or a department, it should be the 
way of  working.

This mindset has shaped every stage of  
my journey. When done right, Operational 
Excellence builds capability, removes 
inefficiencies, and creates sustainable value 
every day. It turns improvement from an 
initiative into a habit and a culture. That 
continuous improvement mindset, rooted 
in learning and discipline, is what truly 
differentiates strong supply chains from  
great ones.

You’ve led large, diverse teams  
across functions and geographies. 
What have you learned about cross-
cultural leadership? It starts with seeking 
to understand before being understood. People follow 
you when they feel respected and valued. I 
invest in building “emotional bank accounts”, 
authentic relationships based on empathy and 

trust. Once you understand people’s strengths, 
perspectives, and motivations, it becomes 
much easier to help them grow and create 
value together.

How do you cultivate an 
environment where people feel 
empowered to challenge the status 
quo? Psychological safety is the foundation. 
People must feel they can be authentic and 
true to themselves, with no masks or filters. 
I encourage experimentation and “fail-safe” 
learning; it’s fine to fail if  we learn and share 
the lessons. Recognising the courage and 
creativity behind new ideas builds confidence. 
Over time, people become excited, not afraid, 
to stretch and challenge the status quo.

> CARLSBERG
You’ve been a driving force behind 
Carlsberg Excellence. Can you tell 
me about the original vision behind 
it and what it represents today? 
Carlsberg Excellence was never just a project; 
it’s our way of  working. The vision was to build 
a culture of  doing things right, doing them 
better every day, and being ready for the 
future. It connects standards, capabilities, and 
continuous improvement across our end-to-
end value chain.

I’ve been fortunate to work with visionary 
leaders who shared this passion and 
sponsored the journey from day one, every 
single day. Today, Carlsberg Excellence is 
embedded across all functions and markets, 
delivering year-on-year improvements and 
enabling performance across our balanced 
scorecard. It’s something I’m truly proud of.

When you look back at Carlsberg’s 
supply chain transformation, what’s 
the achievement you’re most 
proud of? I am proud of  3 dimensional 
transformation we have been going through 
with our committed team Carlsberg 
Excellence – our end-to-end way of  working 
as a learning organization.
OnePlan – our planning transformation 



that connects demand, supply, and network 
decisions with data-driven precision.
Funding Our Journey – our efficiency 
programme that mitigates cost headwinds 

and fuels future growth.
Together, they turn supply 
chain from a function into 
a competitive advantage 
for Carlsberg.

You spent over a 
decade at PepsiCo 
before moving 
to Carlsberg. 

How would you 
describe the 
cultural and 
organisational 
differences 
between the 
two companies? 
I’ve been privileged 
to work for two 
outstanding 
companies. Both 
have been schools 
where I learned 
immensely, families 
where I built lasting 
relationships, and 
platforms where I 
could create value.

PepsiCo is a 
large, structured 

organisation built on strong systems and 
processes that provide scale and consistency. 
Carlsberg is more agile and lean, where 
decisions are faster and impact is visible 
quickly. Both models have unique strengths: 
one builds world-class discipline, the other 
fosters empowerment and entrepreneurship. 
Both are exceptionally well managed and 
have great potential ahead. So I am really 
happy and proud to be a part of  these great 
organizations in my professional life.

> GLOBAL SUPPLY CHAIN AND  
THE FUTURE OF OPERATIONS
What challenges will shape global 
supply chains over the next decade? 
The future is more unpredictable than ever. 
Competition is no longer between companies, 
but between value chains. Success will 
depend on end-to-end connectivity, visibility, 
orchestration, agility, resilience, and talent-to-
value. Digitalisation is a vital enabler, but it is 
the means, not the goal.

Key challenges will be building resilience to 
disruption, achieving true ecosystem visibility, 
balancing sustainability and cost, developing 
future-ready talent, and turning data into 
real-time decisions. The companies that 
master these will lead the next decade.

What role will technology play in 
the next wave of transformation? 
Data is the new foundation, but the real value 
is converting data into insights, insights into 
intelligence, intelligence into action, and 

action into performance. The next wave of  
technology will not just accelerate what we 
already do; it will create new capabilities that 
were never possible manually.

The winners will be those who connect 
data, technology, processes, and people to 
unlock new value. Those who fail to adapt 
their systems or skills will risk becoming 
competitively irrelevant.

How can companies balance 
sustainability goals with cost 
competitiveness? Sustainability is an 
investment in long-term value creation. Every 
company will need to comply with ambitious 
targets and regulations. The real question is 
how we do it.

‘�Competition is no longer  
between companies, but  
between value chains. ’ 
 

The opportunity is to turn compliance into 
competitive advantage: to redesign products, 
packaging, and processes rather than trying to 
retrofit the old ones. When sustainability drives 
innovation, efficiency, and purpose together, it 
becomes a source of  value, not a cost.

What’s a common misconception 
leaders have about modern supply 
chains? Many still see supply chain as a 
back-office function focused on efficiency. In 
reality, it’s a source of  strategic value. We  



 
need enterprise thinking and 
entrepreneurship in supply chain leadership. 
The biggest breakthroughs will come not from 
competing harder in the red ocean of  cost, 
but from creating blue oceans, new spaces of  
innovation and growth where supply chain 
becomes a business differentiator.

What excites you most about the 
future of operations? Supply chain is 
becoming the ultimate differentiator. It can 
either be a company’s greatest advantage or 
its biggest constraint. In a world of  constant 
disruption, it defines whether you create value 
or lose it. I’m excited to play that pivotal 
role, enabling growth, resilience, and long-
term success through the way we run and 
continuously improve our operations.

> PERSONAL INSIGHTS
Most influential book? The 7 Habits of   
Highly Effective People. It shaped how I think 
and lead proactively, especially begin with 
the end in mind, seek first to understand, then to be 
understood, and sharpen the saw.

Most influential people in your 
career? I was fortunate to grow up 
surrounded by great role models long before 
my professional career began. My parents, 
my family of  entrepreneurs, my education 
life, and close friends all shaped my values 
and mindset: curiosity, hard work, and care 
for people. Those early influences built the 
foundation for who I am today.

In the past 20 years of  my professional 
journey, I have been equally lucky to learn 
from visionary leaders, starting with my first  

 
manager and continuing throughout my 
career at PepsiCo and Carlsberg. I have been 
surrounded by inspiring leaders who coached 
me, challenged me, and role-modelled what 
great leadership looks like.

If  I were to emphasise a few names, I would 
highlight Murat Zahal, my first manager, 
and Victor Shevtsov, with whom I had the 
privilege of  working for many years across 
different regions and roles. Both had a deep 
influence on how I think, lead, and develop 
others. But above all, I have been fortunate 
to have many great leaders, peers, and 
teammates who helped me become who I am 
today.

What keeps you motivated after 
nearly 20 years in supply chain 
leadership? I don’t count the days; I try 
to make the days count. I stay motivated by 
learning something new every day and adding 
value through my work. I still feel, even more 
than before, that I’m learning, growing, and 
contributing to something meaningful.

How do you unplug and recharge? 
My family is my top priority. My wife Cansu 
and our two kids, Zeynep and Can, are my 
biggest luck in life and source of  energy. As 
soon as I unplug from work, I plug into them. 
I feed my soul by connecting with my family 
and being present in the everyday moments 
that matter most.

I also recharge myself  through outdoor 
activities, on the ski slopes in winter or on the 
golf  course whenever I can. And I find great 
joy in spending time with friends, enjoying 

good food, good drinks (especially the ones 
we proudly produce), good conversations, and 
creating great memories together.

What’s the best piece of advice 
you’ve ever received? Semper Ardens! 
Always burning, always learning. Stay 
curious, keep stretching yourself, and never 
stop seeking ways to add value. Don’t count 
the days; make the days count. This mindset 
reminds me to stay restless for progress, 
passionate about improvement, and focused 
on making every day meaningful for  
the business and for the people around me. 


